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Abstract

In this thesis, I discuss the following four novels: Meridian by Alice Walker, Your
Blues Ain’t Like Mine by Bebe Moore Campbell, The Summer We Got Saved by Pat
Cunningham Devoto, and Four Spirits by Sena Jeter Naslund. In these novels, I look at
the relationships between black female characters and white female characters. I analyze
the ways in which their relationships are formed, the historic background that provides
the setting for their relationships, and the author’s personal relationship with the text.
Looking at cross-racial relationships among women in these novels shows that the
authors attempt to reconcile relationships in history—real or imagined—with their
rewriting of the Civil Rights Movement.
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Introduction
When I invited Robin Felder over to spend the night at my house in the third
grade, I had no idea that just 20 years earlier it would have been almost unheard offor a
white girl to invite a black girl over to her house for the night. But that is how I spent
most of my elementary and high school education—in a small private school bubble
where I naively had little reason to believe that blacks and whites were ever treated any
differently.
Then I came to college where my eyes were opened to the fact that the practice of
separate but equal” was not entirely dead. On many college campuses in this nation
where a Greek system exists, it seems silently understood and accepted that there are
certain Greek organizations for black students just as there are for white students.
However, it was also in college that I was first introduced to a wealth of literature by
authors who experienced and examined racial struggles the likes of which I had never
known. Authors such as Thulani Davis, Alice Walker, Ellen Douglas and a host of others
taught me about an era not that long ago when blacks and whites were not allowed to be
in school with one another, much less members ofthe same organization.
The neighborhood ofthe South appropriately provides the setting for many ofthe
novels produced by authors who put to paper the events of the Civil Rights Movement.
As Suzaime Jones, author ofRace Mixing, points out:
Many writers who grew up in the segregated South or who have family
there, as well as a younger generation of writers who graduated from its
newly integrated schools, have created fictional worlds in which they
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examine race relations, analyze interracial relationships, dismantle racial
stereotypes, and imagine integrated communities (3).
These authors have attempted to create “fictional worlds” against a Southern landscape,
and they are the ones that I will primarily investigate in this paper. More specifically, I
will focus on female authors, both black and white, who create pieces of historical fiction
inspired by events of the Civil Rights Movement. The authors ofthe novels I investigate
also utilize perspectives from both races. Four such novels that fit into this category are
included in this study: Alice Walker’s Meridian (1976), Bebe Moore Campbell’s Your
Blues Ain 7Like Mine(1992), Sena Jeter Naslund’s Four Spirits (2003), and Pat
Cunningham Devoto’s The Summer We Got Saved(2005). These four novels take place
primarily between the years of 1955 and the late 1970s and are based on particular
aspects ofthe Civil Rights movements or defining events that occurred during this time
period. And as one can see, with the exception ofMeridian, these novels were all written
well after the time period that is dealt with in the novel; thus it is necessary to keep in
mind that they were written retrospectively about the Civil Rights Movement. However
this retrospective view is one ofthe defining characteristics ofthese novels. As Paul
Tewkesbury observes in his own dissertation on fiction firom the Civil Rights Movement,
“This perspective thus allows a special vantage gained by authors who have had the
opportunity to reflect on the Movement in hindsight”(11).
Another important feature that these novels share is their use of multiple racial
perspectives in the novel. Each author includes characters of both color in her novel and
often uses perspectives from characters of both colors to tell the story. As Tewkesbury
takes note: “[E]ach novelist chooses to tell his or her story about the Civil Rights
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Movement from the shifting points of view of black characters and white characters so
that narrative strategy reflects the integrationist strategy ofthe Movement”(ix). Thus
these authors may use their novels, though written after the fact, to somehow mirror the
progress of integration that was taking place in the Civil Rights Movement. Other critics
have also noticed the use of multiple perspectives in these novels. Jessie Milligan, for
example, observed about Sena Jeter Naslund’s novel Four Spirits that “The high-contrast
characters would be spellbinding by themselves, but placed side by side, they offer an
even deeper understanding of a racially divided community”(EBSCO). Milligan’s
comment can also be applied to the works by Walker, Campbell and Devoto. For surely
Milligan’s comment appropriately describes characters in all four novels when he goes on
to say,“And it is through the insights and ruminations ofthe college student, the railroad
porter, the Klansman’s wife, that we begin to understand more about what it was like to
live through times when people turned to civil action to create, and then resolve.
conflict.
In the same way that I grew up in a primarily color-blind bubble, I also grew up in
a home, a school, and a church where women were given every privilege as men. My
mother works as many hours in a week as my father (if not more), and my father was the
one who took me to school in the mornings. At school—from kindergarten to senior
year—at St. Andrew’s, I saw females as teachers, deans, principals, and chaplains. And
in my lifetime at my Baptist church in Jackson, Mississippi, I have seen three women
serve as ministers and a number of women ordained as deacons, including my own
mother. Though I was vaguely familiar with the notion of women traditionally playing
“certain roles” in the community and household, the people who surrounded me seemed
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never to mention, much less uphold, such societal rules. It was much to my surprise
when I attended a Presbyterian church service my freshman year of college that I
discovered first-hand that not all congregations feel about women the way my church at
home does. A few more Sundays at that church, in addition to conversations with other
students at Ole Miss, soon taught me that not everyone feels that women have the same
status” as men. Prior to this, I simply had never had a reason to take a particular interest
in women or their role in society or for that matter, their role in literature. All ofthis is to
say that as I began to realize the struggle that women have undergone to achieve equality.
I began noticing my tendency to lean towards literature about females or written by
females. This tendency has led me to a wealth of literature, criticism, and studies
concerning women—their roles, their status, and their relationships with men, as well as
one another.
Because ofthis interest in the study of women and their roles in literature, I have
chosen these four works because they are written by women. In fact, they are books
written by women about women. Moreover, they are written by women about women of
different races. Therefore, in the interest of studying race and women,I will
predominantly look into the cross-racial relationships among the women of these novels.
Since fiction evolving out of events ofthe Civil Rights Movement is a genre which is
surprisingly under-studied, I am excited to delve into this comer of literature and
hopefully build upon and expand the discussion that has been started concerning this
genre. Scholars such as Suzanne Jones and Patricia Yeager have already begun discourse
in this field, but still, as Tewkesbury assesses, “Indeed, the Civil Rights Movement in
contemporary American fiction appears to be a largely untapped area of scholarly inquiry
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in either civil rights studies or American literary studies”(5). More particularly,
discourse concerning the female role in the Civil Rights movement often seems absent;
even just a general idea of the perspective held by a white woman or black woman seems
conspicuously missing. Thulani Davis’ 1959 is one such book that chooses to focus
solely on the black community rather than incorporate viewpoints fi-om both races.
Naslund, Walker, Campbell, and Devoto seem to emerge from another school ofthought
and attempt to fill in those missing blanks with their fictional re-creations of history. For
example, Bebe Moore Campbell, a black woman, gives a voice to the white woman
responsible for Emmett Till’s murder through her fictional representation ofthis woman
with her character, Lily Cox. Though in that particular example, the cross-racial
relationship exists between author and character, the relationships among characters in
the novels will be more the central focus ofthis paper. I will be focusing mainly on
situations which compel black females and white females to interact, the personal
similarities which bring them together, and the common causes which umte them to one
another in like-mindedness. One of my goals ofthis paper is to show what Tewkesbury
puts into words here: “These novels also affirm that individual blacks and individual
whites can achieve meaningful relationships with each other”(x).
Though these four authors are not the only ones to have ever written about the
Civil Rights Movement or to have written meaningful novels about race relations, they
are the four which I thought best showcased a variety ofrelationships among female
peers in the scope ofthe Civil Rights Movement. Novels such as Ellen Douglas’ Can't
Quit You Baby offer meaningful looks at the interactions between a white woman and a
black woman, but do not incorporate as fully events ofthe Civil Rights Movement. As
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mentioned earlier, on the other end is Thulani Davis’ 1959 which focuses on the
integration of a school, a huge part ofthe Civil Rights Movement, but does not offer any
perspectives outside those from the black community. Therefore, the small collection of
Naslund, Walker, Campbell and Devoto offers all characteristics desired- ■settings in the
South, events ofthe Civil Rights Movement, multiple racial perspectives, and
relationships among women across color lines.
This thesis will take us through the way that these four authors—two white
women and two black women—enable their characters to have relationships with one
another and what sort ofrelationships they are. Chapter 1 will discuss the ways in which
the novels break down traditional stereotypes that are often used to portray black women
and white women. By undermining these stereotypes, I argue that these authors prepare
the characters and readers for relationships to emerge that otherwise could not have. In
this chapter, I focus on the novels of Walker, Campbell, and Naslund. Since Devoto’s
novel revolves primarily around a relationship between younger girls, I felt it was more
relevant to focus closely on the stereotypes of adult women that exist in the novels ofthe
other three authors. This first chapter hopes to accomplish the goal of outlining the way
that these authors break down traditionally upheld stereotypes with their characters and
the way that this breaking down enables the female characters to form, or at least begin to
form, relationships across racial lines.
Chapter 2 will take a look at the way that obstacles to these women give them
shared experiences or similar stories; these obstacles take the form of many different
aspects such as abuse, prejudice, and fear. In this chapter, I will more fully explore and
hopefully more clearly explain the different aspects of the difficulties faced by women in
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these novels. In addition to detailing the types of hurdles faced, this chapter serves the
purpose of arguing that obstacles for black women and white women may not pose
threats to the creation of cross-racial friendships but rather may actually help facilitate the
creation of these friendships.
Lastly, Chapter 3 argues that historical events and the Civil Rights Movement in
general were the catalyst for these novels, and thus the relationships between black
women and white women. These events, which often create interplay between women of
different races, can be anything from voter registration drives to the church bombing in
Birmingham. These authors use these causes and often tragic events to produce settings
in which black females and white females interact and often begin to discover apsects
about one another.
Though these novels provide no clear solutions to real life problems, past or
present, they provide glimpses of decisions made by a handful of women and the
relationships formed because oftheir decisions. These novels give us the present day
opportunity to rethink our past and our future. As Suzanne Jones articulates, “[W]e need
these fictions to help us imagine our way out ofthe social structures and mind-sets that
mythologize the past, fragment individuals, pre-judge people, and divide communities”
(17). The following chapters will provide a glimpse into these myths,judgments, and
divided communities in such a way that warns us against following the same path. Here
is what Sena Jeter Naslund says about the power that fiction can have in teaching us
about real life:
Fiction takes us inside, through imagination, in the way that an objective
reporting or picturing of external actions or behavior cannot. I have
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always seen the imagination as a great spiritual and moral force because it
helps to take us beyond the bounds of ego. But all the ways ofknowing
are complementary to each other. Fiction can make history seem more
alive and thus more kin to life as we know it.
Perhaps what Naslund is implying is the idea that it is often easier for humans to
grapple with issues presented in fiction than to wrap their minds around real life issues.
These novels take us back in time to places and situations that people under the age of40
will have no experience with directly; therefore, these authors take it upon themselves to
provide glimpses ofthis time period for a younger audience. However, their work is
beneficial to all as a sort of reconciliatory fiction—showing people how relationships
should have been and still could be formed across racial lines. By creating imaginary
worlds in novels, these authors juggle and often answer the questions of“what if’ that
haunt so many people who lived through the Civil Rights Movement.
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Chapter 1
Racial Stereotyping
In an increasingly sensitive world, the term “political correctness” has become a
commonly used phrase. We tend to tread carefully around matters ofrace, gender, and
class lest we offend the marginalized or sympathizers; we choose words thoughtfully lest
we give the appearance of perpetuating stereotypes. Stereotypes. A dirty word in the
English language whose connotation is negative—someone has relegated her choice of
words to a lack of creativity. However, in the appropriate hands, stereotypes can evoke
so much more than a staid role; entertainment venues, for example, rely on stereotypes as
a source ofcomedy. The dumb blonde, the jock, the redneck, and the hippie are just a
few ofthe conventional stereotypes used to elicit laughter from viewers. Authors too
employ stereotypes for their own purposes. Traditional depictions of certain groups often
help convey a particular message the author wants to emphasize. These authors may
employ certain stereotypes not out ofliterary laziness or a last resort, but rather as a
deliberate, calculated decision. Some authors use stereotypes in order to perpetuate them,
while others, odd though it may seem, use stereotypes as a way to point out to the
audience that there is often more to a character than meets the eye initially. The author
will often offer the audience a deeper insight into a character who on the surface may
seem stereotypical; this is often an effective way to get the reader to notice that the
impressions they approached the subject matter with are no longer valid. Stereotypes by
definition get an expected reaction from some readers as well as from characters in the
novels. Stereotypes mold our view of others in this world as well as how we relate to
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characters in the fictitious world; the same can be said for the characters within the
literature also. Novelists of historical fiction inspired by events around the time of Civil
Rights Movement tend to exploit two long-standing stereotypes—^that is, the white lady
and the black woman.
Diane Roberts, author of The Myth ofAunt Jemima: Representations ofRace and
Region, explains that there are three primary stereotypes related to these two groups; she
says that black women usually follow the Jezebel or Aunt Jemima model while white
women are typically fashioned after the traditional Southern belle (2). The white woman,
as Suzanne Jones points out in Race Mixing: Southern Fiction Since the Sixties, is
expected to play the role ofthe “lady—^physically pure, socially correct, culturally
refined, and dutiful to family”(70). Diane Roberts adds that white women were assumed
to be “asexual, spiritual, morally elevated and angelic”(2). On the other hand, black
women are “promiscuous wenches and prolific breeders”(Jones 70). These stereotypes,
obviously rooted in the plantation South, were continually cemented by society and the
arts even in the ante-bellum South until present day. In general, white women were
associated with all things pure, but were considered weak and sexless, while black
women, although “dirty,” were strong, independent, and nurturing. These traditional
representations of black women and white women abound in literature, past and present,
but it seems that authors such as Bebe Moore Campbell, Alice Walker, and Sena Jeter
Naslund have a particular use for these stereotypes.
These three authors, writing about events in the time of the Civil Rights
Movement, use stereotypes to explore characters’ relationships with one another as well
as to dismantle stereotypes by projecting stereotypical characteristics typically associated
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with one race onto the other. By delving into the stereotypes these authors open readers’
eyes and even their own characters’ eyes to the fact that people are not so simple that
they can be relegated to a stereotype. Jones notes that “only in the telling of each side
can readers, both black and white, understand that though the behavior may appear
stereotypical, the motives are complex”(77-78). The tearing down oflong-upheld
stereotypes may be the author’s attempt to reconcile characters of different races to one
another or at least demonstrate the way in which interracial friendships can be made
possible—by placing characters on equal footing. According to Jones, authors frequently
imply that “only equal-status relationships can produce true friendship”(72). In the wake
of the Civil Rights Movement, several female authors became more concerned with this
idea of equality and the exploration ofinterracial friendships, especially among women.
Alice Walker’s Meridian may be the flagship novel ofsuch works emerging out
ofthe Civil Rights Movement that concerns the relationship between white women and
black women. Walker’s titular character Meridian Hill, a black Civil Rights activist,
must battle pre-conceived prejudices she has towards white women even amidst her own
efforts to establish equality for the black community. Meridian must come to terms with
the fact that Lyime Rabinowitz, a white Jewish woman who has come from the North to
help in the Civil Rights movement, is not the white woman she assumed all white women
are. Meridian has been taught and thus believed that “white women were considered
sexless, contemptible and ridiculous” as well as “frivolous, helpless creatures, lazy and
without ingenuity”(109, 110). Despite what she has been led to believe about white
women. Meridian initially likes Lyrme or at least respects her courage to leave her home
to help with the movement; it is not until Truman leaves Meridian for Lyrme that
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Meridian begins to question what Truman sees in her. Meridian says “she realized what
she had been taught was that nobody wanted white girls except their empty-headed,
effeminate counterparts—^white boys...”(108-9). Thus Meridian begins to realize
perhaps that view of white women is more complex than what she first assumes;
however, in her resentment over a lost love, she still chalks up Truman’s feelings for
Lynne to a fascination of her skin color.
Alice Walker not only has Meridian confi*ont her own prejudices towards white
women but Meridian also explores the images that she has of her own race. Ofher own
race. Meridian claims that “black women were always imitating Harriet Tubman—
escaping to become something unheard of Outrageous”(l 11). Though Meridian’s work
with the movement does make her unusually “outrageous,” it is surprising and important
to realize that Walker has given Lynne traits that Meridian associates with black women
and has given Meridian herself traits that she would attribute to white women; therefore.
Lynne and Meridian defy the traditional models for black women and white women in
literature. Lynne, having come firom the North to participate in the movement, is also one
befitting the name of Harriet Tubman. Lynne has given up her home, her fi-iends, and
even her parents who disown her when she marries Truman, and so Suzanne Jones
appropriately comments that Lynne,“rather than conforming to Meridian’s image ofthe
white woman’s fate, more nearly fits Meridian’s image ofthe black woman”(75).
Meridian’s character also dispels some ofthe myths about the traditional black
woman stereotype and even takes on characteristics that are more often associated with
white women. As a younger woman. Meridian has a child with her boyfiiend Eddie
whom she marries, but Meridian seems distant from her child and far removed from the
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nurturing figure commonly associated with black women as established by the “Mammy’
stereotype. Meridian later even acknowledges that in her marriage she “had lacked
courage, lacked initiative or a mind of her own”(l 12). All these characteristics that
Meridian lacked are the same ones that she accuses white women oflacking; bravery,
independence, and a head-strong spirit are all supposed to be traits that black women
possess, and she initially does not. Readers see that Meridian’s character develops some
of these qualities, but Walker’s point may lie in the fact that Meridian did not inherently
possess them,just as Lynne does not inherently possess white weakness or other
presupposed “white” attributes. Meridian’s failing health also dismantles the perception
of black women as strong and exposes that Meridian does in fact have a real, debilitating
weakness. In addition to, and perhaps because of her sickness. Meridian, who has always
thought of white women as sexless, becomes detached from her own sex life and thereby
loses a basic part ofthe black female stereotype—her sexual desire.
Although it is not necessarily the dissolution of preconceived stereotypes that
brings Lynne and Meridian close, the recognition that the other cannot so easily be
contained by a stereotype is essential for these two women to relate to one another on
anything other than superficial grounds. Meridian’s loss ofTruman to Lynne is a painful
experience but it is also the catalyst which forces her into reviewing her assumptions
about white women. Meridian’s examination ofthe things she had been “taught” by
previous generations gives her at least the understanding required to be there when Lynne
needs her. Lynne and Meridian by no means become best friends at the end ofthis story
but through realizations on both women’s parts and other events which unite them,they
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are able to provide one another with compassion and support in the most painful of
circumstances.
Bebe Moore Campbell’s representation ofthe relationship between Ida Long and
Lily Cox in Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine is complicated, and only the readers seem
apprised of the misunderstandings that cause their friendship to be ruined. Though the
women do initially discover untruths in their previous perceptions of each other, a tragic
event coupled with the falling back on old misconceptions creates an impasse for Ida and
Lily’s relationship. Lily, a white woman, married to an abusive husband, and Ida Long, a
black woman,both come to the train station frequently to sit, think, and dream of a
different life. It is in one ofthese encounters at the station where Ida rocks Lily’s view of
black people; Campbell writes,“The discovery that colored people had dreams of a better
life was the most profound and shocking of Lily’s life”(33). Lily, like Alice Walker’s
Meridian, had been taught a certain way of thinking about black women; she has been
taught that “colored women were like men, that their private parts were different from
white women’s”(34). The fact that Ida turns upside down Lily’s never-questioned view
of the races upsets Lily so much that she apparently doesn’t see Ida for two years.
Nevertheless, two years later, Lily, after Floyd hits her the first time, returns to the station
and reveals to Ida that she was sexually abused by her uncle when she was younger. This
indulgence to Ida adulterates the pure, virginal picture usually associated with white
women. These confidences shared between a black woman and a white woman break
down stereotypes and create an inexplicable bond between the women, even when their
relationship is tom apart by Floyd’s murder of Armstrong Todd.
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However, like the painful experience that causes Meridian to question her
previously established notions about race, the murder of Armstrong Todd also causes Ida
and Lily to analyze their feelings towards one another and their thoughts about race. The
results of Armstrong’s murder also allow the reader to see the chinks in the stereotypical
armor that the two women revert to wearing as a result ofthe tragic death. From the
very first page of the novel, we see that Lily Cox is not the typical sexless white female.
In fact, in the first scene ofthe book, she wakes her husband up by “rubbing his shoulder
blades with the tips of her nipples” and even “smiled, thinking how she could make him
want her”(2). The interchange between Armstrong Todd and Lily that eventually results
in his death also revolves around Lily’s daring and almost sexual behavior. Armstrong’s
description of Lily as she peeps into Floyd’s bar defies the usual pure depiction of white
women that even Lily’s name implies: “Red, red lips, that’s what he saw first, and then
the blue scarf tied around her neck.... Her smell was like dim lights and slow-drag
music”(13). Lily is even fiiendly enough to laugh in fi^ont of Armstrong. Unfortunately,
Lily’s defiance of her expected role as a white woman interacting with black men as well
as her defiance of expected obedience to her husband brings about Armstrong’s death.
Despite the fact that Lily warns Ida about the event at the bar, after Armstrong’s death,
Lily testifies falsely about what happened between Armstrong and her. Ida feels Lily’s
testimony is a betrayal oftheir fiiendship and a reversion to the normal ways of a white
woman. She finds herself believing that “...Armstrong was dead because she had trusted
a white woman with his life....Lily had gotten Armstrong killed. She was no different
from any other treacherous white woman”(107). Despite her seemingly resentful
attitude towards Lily, the reader gets the idea that Ida does not even truly believe the
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words that she herself says. Following her accusation that Lily is just like the rest of
white women,Ida “was engulfed by smoldering anger and a slow, numbing sadness
creeping inside her that was the same as mourning Armstrong, and she began to realize
that part of her nightmare was losing Lily”(107). Ida deals with her guilt about
Armstrong’s death by tr}dng to blame Lily and by blaming herselffor trusting Lily, but
she cannot even bring herself to accuse Lily wholeheartedly.
Just as Ida deals with guilt about Armstrong’s death by blaming Lily, Lily deals
with her own guilt by making herself believe Floyd was protecting her. The reader
knows and sees more than Ida does about Lily, and therefore imderstands that there are
reasons for Lily’s testifying the way she does. Though Lily believes that Armstrong is
innocent, her fear ofFloyd scares her into testifying in his defense. As Suzanne Jones
points out,“The only way that Lily can live with Floyd’s emotional and physical brutality
is to construct a narrative of his heroism in protecting her from the black male beast, even
if he is really an innocent boy”(24). Lily’s hands seem tied to Floyd for financial and
emotional reasons; therefore, she feels obligated to act against her better judgment. On
the surface, it would appear that Lily is reverting to the stereotypical white woman who is
weak, but Campbell allows the audience enough insight into her characters to realize that
this stereotype is merely a fa9ade over the real Lily who is emotionally damaged and
physically abused. Though the events of Armstrong’s death and the trial create a rift
between Ida and Lily, the fact remains that both women still long for each other’s
friendship because they caught glimpses of one another past the stereotypes. Campbell
also makes sure that the reader understands the complexities behind each character’s
actions and the motives for what she does.

16

Many of the female characters, both black and white, in Sena Jeter Naslund’s
Four Spirits shatter stereotypes. The fact that Naslimd uses so many female characters
gives the reader a broad range of characters with whom to identify. Naslund provides
readers with depth about each character’s personality and background, as well as the
ability to recognize that not all the black females are alike and likewise, no two ofthe
white female characters are the same. Similar to the way that Walker’s and Campbell’s
characters defy stereotypes, Naslund’s characters often invert or at least taint the
traditional stereotypes assigned to them. Stella, the primary protagonist ofthe novel,
defies the sexless view of females usually perpetuated in literature. Though Stella is
virginal and essentially pure, Naslund spends a great deal of focus on Stella’s intimate
relationships with males as well as her sexual needs. One night Stella even wakes up to
realize that, much to her own surprise, she is masturbating. Stella embraces her body’s
involuntary sexuality: “She giggled—she tried so hard to be good\ in sleep her
unconscious had tried to relieve her need”(182). Here, Stella identifies her act as a
“need” and continues later to recognize her budding sexuality and her physical needs.
Stella writes about her relationship with Dari and her anticipation of her visit to the
gynecologist: “At the doctor’s, she would get a prescription for birth control pills, and
then she and Dari could do what they wanted....[H]e had needs, and so it turned out, did
she. Sexual needs'\l^2>). Just as Naslund explores Stella as a sexual being, she also
points out Stella’s fnend Ellie as a sexually driven being. Ellie often cheats on her
husband and is viewed in a sexually charged way by Jonathan, Stella’s boyfriend. Even
when Jonathan and Stella arrive together at the Parrishes’ party, Jonathan “pulled Ellie
against his side; she was slightly plump, no voluptuous, like a dark-haired Marilyn
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Monroe”(495). Jonathan even finds himself silently admitting to “wanting now to hold
Ellie in her fiery dress and warm body”(499). These depictions of white women as such
sexual creatures and sexual objects allow them to become rounded characters who can
naturally embrace their sexuality; in much of prior literature, white women were depicted
as wholly virginal, objects for their husband’s desire, or as whores ifthey exuded any sort
of inclination towards sexual behavior. Naslund allows her white female characters the
same sexuality that many ofthe black female characters in the novel also possess.
Trespassing into new territory, as far as white women’s sexuality is concerned, not only
whittles away at the stereotype but again shows the reader that these women have things
in common; thus the forging offnendships among them is possible.
Naslund’s character ofLee Jones bears an uncanny resemblance to Campbell’s
Lily Cox. As poor white women abused physically and verbally by their racist husbands,
Lily and Lee have much in common. Just as Lily fears Floyd enough to be complicit in
false testimony, Lee fears Ryder enough that she accosts the black and white girls at the
sit-in as well as assists him in his bomb-making. However,just as the reader sees that
under Lily’s exterior is a woman who feels enormous guilt over Armstrong’s death,
Naslund gives Lee more dimensions than just that ofthe dutiful, scared wife. In fact, the
reader knows it was Lee who called Mr. Parrish to warn him about the bomb that Ryder
placed outside Miles College. When he received the phone call fi*om Lee, Mr. Pamsh
“hated to admit it, but she had sounded concerned for them”(396). In addition to
warning them, Lee begins to imagine if she were in that situation: “She could imagine
herself, like the blond girl last night, standing around with them like they were just
people. Like when you waited for the bus. Almost, Lee wished she could come to a
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college like that”(431). For the wife ofsomeone like Ryder Jones, a member ofthe Klan,
to utter such a thought to herself is truly an overcoming ofracial odds. And like Lily
who sympathized with Armstrong, Lee said “the church bombing was shameful. That
was really and truly wrong.... It could have been her kids, those four girls,” and she
thought to herself, “They’re nothing but innocent children”(144,431). With glimpses like
these of Lee, the reader sees silent, personal victories over racial prejudice being made
and thus progress towards racial reconciliation. Though Lee never has the chance to
form an actual friendship with a black woman like Lily did with Ida, she still takes brave
steps to protect the black women and the white women who have given themselves to the
Movement. Moreover, even her thoughts about the Sixteenth Street Church bombing
prove that hope for a change ofthought patterns does exist.
Although it is important for readers and characters alike to realize that hope of
black women and white women having things in common exists, it is also important to
showcase the actual realization oftheir similarities. Therefore, Naslund portrays several
characters who have more in common with someone of another race than with someone
of their own. Gloria Callahan and Stella Silver seem to lead parallel lives,just across
color lines. Stella is usually reserved and is initially hesitant about her work at Miles
College. When the bomb threat is made, she leaves the building and leaves Cat who
stays in the building to make a point; likewise, Gloria is described as shy and softspoken, and she too fears participating in a sit-in imtil finally talked into it by Christine.
Both Gloria and Stella come from well-to-do families despite the fact that Stella was left
an orphan when her entire family was killed in a car accident when she was five. The
girls even have the same appreciation for music and even more specifically both girls
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play the cello. With all these similarities and their common cause at Miles College,
Gloria and Stella become Mends. One ofthe most significant interchanges between them
occurs silently near the end ofthe novel at the fimeral ofthose killed at the sit-in:
From the platform, Gloria looks down for a moment into Stella’s eyes. What
Stella sees in Gloria’s green eyes is peace. And more. The glitter of strength.
Mr. Parrish has done his work. Something passes between Stella and Gloria.
They sip the common cup (483).
They sip the common cup. That is what this novel is all about and what these three
authors make efforts to prove. Naslund, Campbell, and Walker all show that the
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possibility of sipping the common cup has significant implications; thus, when characters
truly embrace one another across racial lines and are unafraid to acknowledge their
friendship, the importance ofthe common cup increases many times over.
The stereotypes that have for so long dictated the depictions of black and white
female characters in literature left those women predictable and two-dimensional. As
Suzanne Jones points out,“The white Tady’ was deprived of her full sexual and maternal
identity, while the black woman was deprived of her equality and her humanity”(70).
Only in giving back to them these once-denied characteristics can readers relate to these
characters on a more personal basis; the same is true for relationships among the
characters as well. For just as Christine resents Stella and Cat’s presence at first in
Naslund’s Four Spirits., she comes to know them beyond her prejudice and embraces
them as fnends, ultimately even laying down her life to defend Cat. The crumbling myth
offemale and racial stereotypes allows black female characters and white ones to be
real—^to possess all the nuances, flaws, and intricacies that go along with being fully
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human. The women become three-dimensional characters with which other characters
and readers can empathize. Suzanne Jones, the author ofRace Mixing, opens her book
with an epigraph by Patricia J. Williams, author ofSeeing a Color-Blind Future: The
Paradox ofRace. Williams succinctly states the importance of what authors such as Sena
Jeter Naslund, Alice Walker, and Bebe Moore Campbell accomplish with their writing:
For better or worse, our customs and laws, our culture and society are
sustained by the myths we embrace,the stories we recirculate to explain what we
behold. I believe that racism’s hardy persistence and immense adaptability are
sustained by a habit of human imagination, deflective rhetoric, and hidden license.
I believe no less that an optimistic course might be charted, if only we could
imagine it.
In books such as Four Spirits, Meridian, and Your Blues Ain't Like Mine, authors do just
that—imagine it. They chip away at those “myths we embrace” in order to create a more
“optimistic course” as Williams calls it. Though Lynne and Meridian, Ida and Lily, and
Gloria and Stella, may not be best friends, their relationships across racial lines prove that
there are women who desire a different story be told—a new story in which black women
and white women at least have the possibility offriendship. These opportunities for
friendship or any sort of relationship come only with the defiance oflong upheld
“customs and laws” and the gradual upheaval ofracial stereotypes. As Bebe Moore
Campbell once said in an interview when asked about how she ends her novels,“I like to
be hopeful.” Ultimately that’s what the dissolution ofstereotypes provides—^hope for
reconciliation, for a common purpose, for an end of prejudice, for relationships, for
friendship.
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Chapter 2
The Ties That Bind
In the examination ofthe relationship between black women and white women,
some might assume that the sheer bond of womanhood is strong enough to conquer racial
divides. However, the division between these two groups of women is sometimes not so
easily overridden by gender alone. Often separated by more than issues of race, black
women and white women are, in many cases, separated further by class and economic
status. Therefore, in attempting to find a common denominator between these women,
authors often must use other means of connection besides simply relying on the general
bridge of“woman-ness.” In other words, in a number of novels stemming out ofthe
Civil Rights Movement there is often an attempt on the author’s part to reconcile these
two groups of women together through various other means. One ofthe ways that
authors link black women and white women together is with obstacles; mutual feelings of
being “kept down” or repressed by an obstacle ofsome sort often helps characters relate.
Thus, different forms of victimization and oppression often become prevalent in these
novels. Authors often use victimization of characters in order to establish a common link
between groups or individuals. As with the breaking down oftraditional racial
stereotypes, the oppressive treatment of both black and white characters can create a
certain bond across racial lines and at the very least can put characters in each other’s
shoes.
This chapter will attempt to flesh out the kind of obstacles that both black and
white women face, either separately or together, and the way in which these obstacles
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either physical or emotional—^bring them together. There are a few obstacles which
women of these novels face that really seem to dominate the stories, though the
distinguishing line between the types of obstacles can often seem a bit blurry. For
example, fear, often bom out of victimization and oppression, is one obstacle that brings
black and white women together in common cause. Though black women and white
women may experience different fears, fear in general seems to be a common
denominator in these stories. More specifically, the attempt to conquer these certain fears
and oppressive burdens brings women together.
Victimization, the cause of much emotional stress and fear, is another type of
hindrance that these women collectively and individually face. As Suzaime Jones puts it,
many characters in these novels are “victims of a variety of social prejudices”(27). Since
these novels all stem out ofthe Civil Rights Era, race is one ofthe dominant reasons for
victimization. Obviously, this issue ofrace is the source of much oppression in these
novels, but readers are often surprised by the prejudice that the white women often
endure. White women experience prejudice from black women, as well as from women
of their own race, for their involvement with women of color. Certain authors even play
with the prejudice against black women in their novels and make the issue deeper than
simply white versus black into a more complex issue of“black” versus “not black
enough.”
However,though race is a huge motivator of oppression, characters expenence
many other forms victimization. This “variety of social prejudices,” as Jones calls them,
includes both physical and emotional aspects. Other issues under the umbrella of
victimization include abandonment and sexual abuse. Several female characters, black

23

and white, throughout these novels, experience abandonment either by parents or
spouses. It can be argued that this abandonment may lead to reliance on others and even
the creation of interracial friendships. Through these ideas of victimization, oppression,
handicaps, abandonment, prejudices and fears, women come together because of each
other, for each other, for the common goal ofovercoming whatever obstacle hinders
themselves and each other.
Alice Walker’s Meridian is one such novel that actually relies on racism in many
cases for bridging the racial lines between Lynne Rabinowitz and Meridian Hill.
Suzanne Jones broaches this subject in her own book Race Mixing commenting that,
“Walker’s choice of oppression as the best basis for bonding between black and white
women, rather than gender roles, may explain why she chose a northern Jewish woman to
pair with her southern black woman”(79). In fact, Alice Walker was very aware ofthis
bond and even wrote specifically about it in her book In Search ofOur Mothers’
Gardens: “There is a close often unspoken bond between Jewish and black women that
grows out of their awareness of oppression and injustice, an awareness many Gentile
women simply do not have”(347). Though Lynne is a white female and Meridian is a
black female, Lynne endures racism because of her Jewish heritage just as Meridian
would have for her black skin color. The reader gets the sense from several
conversations between Meridian and L)mne that the two seem to understand the pain of
the other because of Meridian’s blackness and Lynne’s Jewishness. As Lynne tells
Meridian,

Black folks aren’t special....I hate to admit it. But they’re not’”(197).

Meridian’s response affirms the fact that she also acknowledges the fact that black people
are not the only ones who struggle: “’Maybe the time for being special has passed”(197).
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The end of their conversation shows Lynne and Meridian share a similar side ofthe line
in the oppressed versus the oppressor. Influenced by her Jewish heritage and the past she
knows the Jews have suffered, Lynne says to Meridian,“By nature Fm not cut out to be a
member of the oppressors”(198). By claiming her alliance with members of a group that
has also suffered oppression, L3mne basically indicates that she is on the same side as
Meridian or at the very least, understands what it is like to be persecuted in some way.
In addition to Meridian and Lynne’s agreement that they are both members of
oppressed groups(or perhaps their conclusion that no one is oppressed or that everyone
is). Walker also shows an inversion of what is considered “typical” racial prejudice. In
this novel whose titular character. Meridian, is working to overcome the oppression of
black people, Alice Walker makes a point to show that Lynne’s whiteness works against
her as well. Walker points out that Lynne, as a white woman, was something of a threat
to black men and black women alike; Walker says that,“To them she was a route to
Death, pure and simple. They felt her power in their bones; their mothers had feared her
even before they were bom”(146). Because of this fear of Lynne, she in turn becomes
excluded: “Lynne was no longer welcome at any ofthe meetings. She was excluded
from the marches. She was no longer allowed to write articles for the paper”(146).
Though Lynne forsakes her home and her family to come south to aid in the movement
promoting black rights, her own skin color eventually prohibits her from doing just that.
Tmman best summarizes their treatment of Lynne in the simplest of terms: “By being
white Lynne was guilty of whiteness”(140).
The one thing that probably jumps out the most as a common tie between Lynne
and Meridian is, of course, Truman. But it is not the fact that they both love Truman that
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draws them together; it is more the fact that they both love Truman and lose him.
Drawing the two women even closer together is the fact that they are both used by
Truman. Depending on what he feels the movement dictates, Truman forsakes Meridian
for Lynne and then vice versa. Reflecting on her lost relationship with Truman, Lynne
bluntly explains to Meridian,“I gave everything up for True, and he just shit on me’
(161). L>mne’s assessment of their relationship might seem a bit rash and one-sided;
however. Meridian herself in a conversation with Truman validates the sacrifices Lyime
made for him. When Truman,in a gross blanket statement, claims that Lynne has
“everything” because she is “an American white woman,” Meridian actually comes to
Lynne’s defense (147). To his claim of Lynne’s advantages as a white woman. Meridian
retorts, “Is that so easy?... She was that when she decided she’d rather have you than
everything”(147). Meridian’s defensive attitude here probably stems fi-om her own
dealings with Truman. Truman came back to Meridian at one point begging her whom
he called “African woman” to have his “beautiful black babies”(120). In this same
interaction he tells her she is “so warm,so brown” which essentially indicates to
Meridian that he has come back to her because she is black and because he wants black
children. Therefore she understands Lynne’s feeling of being used and can relate to her
feelings of desertion by Truman, because he did the same thing to both ofthem. Lynne
and Meridian are united in that they both become victims of Truman’s secret, or not so
secret, agenda.
In addition to being used by Truman to promote whatever image he feels he needs
to portray, Lynne and Meridian are used sexually by many male characters in the book.
Lynne lets herself be used sexually by black men,telling herself it’s because they desire
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her, but the reader sees the truth in Tommy Odds’ statement when he says she is “atoning
for her sins”(179). After Truman leaves her, Lynne seems to find self-worth in allowing
black men to use her; she seems to feel she is doing penance for the crimes that her own
race has inflicted upon the black race in letting herself be used sexually by black men.
Despite Lynne’s acquiescence to such blatant use of her body by these men because of
the guilt she feels. Walker suggests this sexual activity can still be seen as a form of
victimization. Also Lynne truly becomes a victim ofsexual abuse when she is raped by
Tommy Odds, an old fnend of Truman’s, who forces her to have sex with him. Again,
even when Lynne is raped by Tommy Odds, she thinks about her guilt, but the reader
knows this encounter is different because Tommy Odds uses physical force and Lynne
begs him not to.
Meridian, like Lynne, finds sexual humiliation a perverse sort of necessity; as
Lynne lets herself be victimized to soothe her emotional battle. Meridian submits to it
because of material needs. Meridian submits to sexual harassment firom Mr. Raymond
because she needs the food he supplies her. She is also sexually harassed by the doctor
who performs her abortion; he tells her he will tie her tubes if she’ll “let[him] in on some
of all this extracurricular activity”(119). Meridian is even used sexually by Truman who
has sex with her but then disappears back to Lynne. Even though in many ofthese cases,
Lynne and Meridian consent to the acts, these experiences still seem worthy ofthe title
sexual victimization. Though it is difficult for Meridian to listen when Lynne tries to tell
her about Tommy Odds, it is important to recognize the trust and the faith that Lynne
must have in Meridian to tell her what she desperately desires to confide in someone.
Granted Lynne, as a white Jewish woman working with the black community in the

27

South, does not have many,if any, close friends, she still obviously feels comfortable
enough in her relationship with Meridian to tell her,“You’re the only one I can talk to
about it. The only one who would believe it wasn’t my fault it happened”(164).
Lynne’s wanting to confide in Meridian shows the power of victimization to cross racial
lines. The examples of Meridian and Lynne being used by men and by Truman in
particular provide opportunities for Meridian and Lynne to empathize with one another
despite Truman’s desertion ofone woman for the other.
Bebe Moore Campbell explores many ofthe same types of prejudice and
victimization in Your Blues Ain ’/ Like Mine. Campbell uses one woman’s story of sexual
victimization to bridge racial lines; like Walker, Campbell also touches on a more
complex version of racial prejudice. The first encounter the audience sees between Ida
Long and Lily Cox involves abuse and abandonment, much like in Meridian. Lily, who
has recently been hit by Floyd and is also verbally abused by him, learns about Ida and
the fact that the father of her child, Sweetbabe, left Ida before the baby was even bom.
The introduction ofthese two women with this encounter immediately establishes a
common theme of women abandoned or abused in some way by a husband or lover;
therefore, the two women start off with more things in common than not, considering
they both gather at the train station to escape and dream of leaving their problems in
Money. Soon their conversation turns into Lily’s revealing to Ida that her uncle
molested her when she was younger. Much like Lynne’s confession to Meridian about
Tommy Odds’ rape, Lily recognizes a kindred spirit in Ida—a young woman trapped in a
dead end situation—and therefore, she feels comfortable enough in her relationship with
Ida to indulge this secret to her. After learning of Lily’s sexual abuse,“Ida quickly
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brushed away the tears that had begun falling iBrom her own eyes and patted her friend’s
shoulder. Lily put her arms around the black woman”(35). Lily’s sexual abuse leads to
this display of trust emotionally but also to their display of comfort and acceptance of
each other physically, as evidenced by Ida’s patting Lily’s shoulder as well as Lily’s
wrapping her arms around Ida. Much later in the story, Lily is again connected to a black
woman, this time Oprah, as Oprah recounts on her television show her own history of
molestation. Lily cries as she watches the show, knowing how Oprah and the women on
the show feel; thus Lily is able to cross racial lines and relate to women of a different
color because of the stories of abuse they share.
As in Meridian, which displays a sort ofreversal of racial prejudice when Lynne’s
whiteness becomes the reason for her exclusion, Ida is often excluded by members of her
own race for not being black enough. Suzanne Jones explains that Ida’s “white features
draw the unwanted attention of white men and silently sabotage potential friendships with
black women”(218). Ida’s lighter skin isolates her from other black women and makes
her long for her one friend, Lily. Ida herself realizes this prejudice against her and
contemplates her feelings of aloneness: “Her sisters were too yoimg to be confidantes,
and she didn’t feel close to any ofthe women her age in the Quarters. Most ofthem were
married, and some didn’t trust a high-yellow woman with good hair around their men”
(107). Just as Ida is on the fiinges ofthe black community because she is not “dark
enough,” Lily also gets pushed to the outskirts of her own race because she is poor and
considered “trash.” Therefore, shunned by both their races, these two women find each
other and are able to empathize with one another because of their marginalization. The
impact that each woman has made on the other becomes apparent when Ida realizes that
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part of her sadness in the death of Armstrong was the knowledge that her friendship with
Lily would also die. All ofthis shows that Ida’s exclusion based on her skin color
probably leads to her friendship with Lily in the first place, and definitely reinforces their
bond of friendship throughout the novel even when they are unable to call each other
friends out loud.
Later in her novel, Campbell comes back to the idea ofeconomic status that she
began mentioning with Lily’s financial situation. Economic status and financial
victimization brings black females and white females together in Your Blues Ain V Like
Mine. Campbell uses oppression in the work place as a tie that binds black and white
women together. Near the end ofthe novel many years after the Civil Rights Movement,
Lily’s daughter Doreen works at the catfish plant called New Plantation along Avith Ida
Long. The two women who work under harsh conditions with unfair benefits and little to
no job security, come together for the common cause of changing their circumstances.
The name ofthe plant alone—^New Plantation—^is indicative of a return to harsh and
oppressive measures that keep employees doing back breaking work with little pay; only
this time, the plantation workers include both black and white women. In a conversation
with Lily, Doreen shows that she and the black women all have the same problem:“New
Plantation is treating all of us like shit. Mama. I’m in the same boat as the niggers. I ain’t
scared of being raped by Willie Horton, Mama. I’m scared of not having medical
benefits”(424-25). With New Plantation as the common evil that treats everyone
unfairly, both black and white women,including Ida and Doreen, are brought together on
the same side to fight against this source of oppression they face. From small glimpses of
their interacting, Ida and Doreen give the impression that they like each other and that a
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deeper relationship could form. Doreen obviously admires Ida for her role in organizing
the strike and looks up to her as a leader, and Ida, in return, thinks to herself that she likes
Doreen and respects her eagerness to participate in the strike. Once again, an oppressive
force aligns a black woman with a white woman and allows them to realize their
similarities and lend each other support in an attempt to overcome that obstacle.
The women in Sena Jeter Naslund’s Four Spirits are bound together by numerous
occasions of victimization and fear. In fact, it is a threat against all ofthe women
working at Miles College and the students that first truly brings them all together, black
and white, as a cohesive unit. When a cherry bomb explodes on the porch, all the lights
go out, and a man’s voice on a bullhorn demands that the white teachers leave, while the
students and teachers remain in the building and continue conjugating verbs. Though
from the characters’ interactions and words with each other the reader can plainly infer
the closeness immediately formed among them in the face ofthis threat, the narrator
drives home this point anyway reflecting that “the bullhorn man turned a classroom of
codeine-nipping boys, young white and black women, and one woman about old enough
to be a grandmother into a group offriends”(309). Christine Taylor, a young black
woman, has a hard time letting go of her resentment towards Cat and Stella, the two
white girls, and earlier in the story Christine berates Stella for addressing her as Christine
rather than Mrs. Taylor: “You know,that’s the trouble with you white people. You think
you got a right to call anybody by their first name”(293). However, after the episode at
the college, Christine pronounces, in a mock conjugation,“’Who has fnends?’ You have
friends, we friends on a first-name basis”(312). Spawned from a threat directly aimed at
the white women, Christine’s admission here that she and Stella are fiiends marks a
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climactic point in the novel’s movement and of course is a major turning point in the
progression of these black and white women as friends.
Similarly a little later in the novel, a bomb threat is called in at Miles College and
everyone is ordered to evacuate; nevertheless. Cat refuses to leave and stays in the
building to prove a point. Everyone, including Stella, leaves, but Agnes LaFayt, the older
black woman returns to sit with Cat, and then Gloria, a young black woman returns as
well. The fact that two black women put their lives in danger for this one white girl
supports the idea that fear and victimization bring people together. Agnes’s and Gloria’s
gesture of extreme selflessness reveals their love and care for Cat, their friend whom they
decide to stand by in the most frightening of circumstances.
The sit-in that several ofthe women participate in late in the novel is one ofthe
last great examples of the way fear and victimization in a situation provide black women
and white women with the opportunity to help each other, thus further entrenching
tentative friendships they established previously in the novel. After Cat leads Gloria into
White Palace where the sit-in takes place, she prompts Gloria, nervous about her
participation, to get on the stool. The most pivotal scene ofthe sit-in occurs when Cat
has been knocked off her stool and is being prodded with an electric prod in her legs;
Christine, forgetting all her training in non-violence tactics,jumps to her feet in defense
of her crippled white friend. After yelling at the policeman to quit prodding Cat who has
no feeling in her legs, the policeman turns on Christine who instinctively fights back.
Christine is then shot and killed by another policeman, thereby laying down her life for a
white girl whose presence at Miles College she initially resented. The fear for Cat’s
life—the threat endangering a white girl’s safety—^ultimately results in Christine making
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the utmost sacrifice for her J5iend. Cat, also, has lain down her life to promote black civil
rights, so, she too, in a sense, laid down her life for her friend—a black friend, Christine.
These two women. Cat and Christine, unite themselves in friendship by virtue of selfsacrifice and again show the powerful bonds that can form because of events involving
fear and victimization.
As seen by the initial threat to Miles College, Stella and Cat often become the
victim of prejudice themselves for helping those whom they hope to help overcome
prejudice. At the sit-in. Cat is especially focused on by the police because she is the only
white one there. In this episode she is called a “nigger white girl” and a “yankee bitch”
by the police officer (465). A few other times in the novel, white characters get harassed
by other white characters and called derogatory names or even threatened. After Ellie
attempts to make fiiends with Christine on the bus, the bus driver yells after her,“Have a
great day. Nigger lover!”(205). This episode, however, is not quite as fnghtening as
Stella and Jonathan’s being chased by four Klansmen at the end ofthe novel; the
Klansmen taunt,“Yankee, go home! Nigger lovers!”(503). The threat at Miles College
warning the white girls to come out showed the black women that Cat and Stella have
willingly placed themselves as subjects ofsuch discrimination. The names they get
called and the threats they receive in turn give Stella and Cat a glimpse ofthe prejudice
that the black women must endure everyday. The women’s common bond of being the
victim of such prejudices help them empathize and understand one another and becomes
a catalyst for the development of deeper friendships.
Pat Cunningham Devoto’s novel. The Summer We Got Saved, revolves around
two separate but parallel story lines—one follows Maudie, a black polio victim, and the
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other follows Tina and Tab, white sisters brought by their aunt to help in the Civil Rights
movement. To establish friendship among Tab and Maudie and between Dominique and
Maudie, Devoto uses situations in which a palpable threat unites the girls. Though
Maudie and Tab no longer see each other, both girls remember the other fondly as a
childhood friend. Specifically the one incident that each girl always mentions in her
memory of the other is their narrow escape from getting hit by a barge. In fact, in a ten
page span, the girls both reminisce about this incident. Tab describes the experience with
Maudie and the barge: “They had come too close to a barge on the river. It had been the
scare and thrill of her life—and a miracle that they had escaped drowning”(64). Maudie
later reflects on the incident and thinks,“She and the white girl. Tab, had come within
inches of getting hit and being drowned by the barge, but they had made it”(383). For
good reason, this frightening experience seems to create a lasting memory for Maudie
and Tab even when they are apart. The fear of death and overcoming it together creates a
bond between the two girls who frequently think about each other, their childhood
friendship, and their escape of death.
The denouement of Tab and Dominique’s summer together is marked by a fierce
display of loyalty and friendship. When police arrive at Highlander under the false
pretense of looking for alcohol, one officer comes to search the girls’ room. He finds
Dominique’s journal in which there is a picture of a black man and a white woman in
front of the Eiffel Tower. Not until that moment does Tab realize that Dominique is
mulatto, but Tab overcomes this shock and claims the picture as her own. The officer
knows it is not hers and pushes Tab aside when she continues to insist that it is.
Dominique also is thrown on the bunk by the officer as he rips her picture to shreds. Tab

34

makes another try for the officer and is again slung on top ofDominique on the bed.
After being called a “lily-white do-gooder” by the officer. Tab is so angry that she flings
a crate full of clothes at him which prompts his “automatic reflex to grab for the gun and
swirl....She looked straight into the black hole ofthe barrel and waited for the bullet to
come out and tear into her”(316). Tab, fortunately, is not shot, but her willingness, as a
young teenager, to fight a grown man with such force because of his humiliation of her
friend shows how deeply she is affected by an outside force threatening someone she
feels close to. Tab, like Christine, offers to lay down her life over something important to
her fnend Dominique. Her discovery ofDominique’s secret and her maintained
willingness to stand up for her anyway draws them closer to one another. The two girls
who started out distanced because of mistrust and resentment, grow into friendship,
solidified by examples such as this where one stands up for another. The last we see of
these two girls is a lingering farewell and Dominique’s last words to Tab are,“Maybe I’ll
write you soon, mon amie^''(321).
Throughout these novels, out offear, social oppression, physical abuse,
emotional victimization, we have seen women cling to each other in often newfound
empathy and desire to overcome their obstacles. We have seen women in some cases
sacrifice their lives for another or at least attempt to lay down their life for another
woman of a different skin color. These women have come to admire one another and
respect one another in the face of resistance and oppression and have found ways to come
together against great odds. Though it is often the case that these women are brought
together in the direst of circumstances and more often, because of, their circumstances,
they still manage to produce hope out of desperate times. They forge friendships even
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when society says that should not, and come to rely on one another whether they even
intended to or not. These women realize that as women, as outcasts, as members ofthe
oppressed they share commonalities that extend beyond the color line. And though the
bonds that bring these women to one another across that color line are not often pleasant
things, what matters most is what they make of what life hands them—and that is, they
begin to break down barriers and establish the groundwork for white women and black
women to have relationships. Rather than wealth, fame, or beauty, these women are
bound together by their deep-seated fears, worries, abuse, and oppression. And even with
that considered, it is appropriate to sing,“Blest Be the Tie that Binds;” for indeed “our
fears, our hopes, our aims are one—our comforts and our cares.”
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Chapter 3
a

We Share Each Other

Woes

In her essay. In Search ofOur Mothers' Gardens, Alice Walker wrote,“Ifthe
Civil Rights Movement is ‘dead’ and if it gave us nothing else, it gave us each other
forever.” Though the “us” Walker may have been referring to is most likely the African
American community, perhaps that same “us” should be thought of as a reference to an
even wider community—the black and white people brought together because ofthe
Civil Rights Movement. The Civil Rights Movement and the events ofthe same time
period provided situations which invited people to interact who may not have made the
effort otherwise. Having inspired authors who grew up in this era, events ofthe Civil
Right Movement obviously provided the fodder for much ofthe fiction that would follow
the Civil Rights Movement. More specifically, these authors seem influenced by tragic
events that had the power to propel the coming together of members ofthe black and
white community for the sake ofthe Movement or simply for mourning the sadness
spurred by such tragic events. The genre of“historical fiction” is an appropriate category
in which to place fiction emerging from this era that the Civil Rights Movement inspired.
Because all of the books studied in this paper are able to be categorized as “historical
fiction,” the investigation ofseveral facets ofthese novels as they pertain to this label is
important. One such facet is the author’s own personal relationship with the text and, of
course, the events that influenced the text. Many ofthese authors’ own lives and
firsthand accounts of this era influenced their creation ofthese novels. For my
exploration of interracial female relationships in these novels, it is necessary to
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investigate the reasons why the historical aspects ofthe novels are pertinent to the
discussion of these interracial female relationships.
As its name indicates, the Civil Rights Movement was marked by admirable
efforts by both blacks and whites to obtain equal civil rights for all races; however, out of
this era also stemmed unbelievable acts of cruelty and sickening cases oftragedy. It is
both of these aspects—the positive and the negative—^which provided the backdrop and
often the impetus for the unification of blacks and whites. Alice Walker’s Meridian,
Sena Jeter Naslund’s Four Spirits, Bebe Moore Campbell’s Your Blues Ain Y Like Mine,
and Pat Cunningham Devoto’s The Summer We Got Saved are all such works of
historical fiction whose events mirror, parallel, or re-enact the good and the bad from the
Civil Rights Era. Sena Jeter Naslund, author ofFour Spirits, remarks on what inspires
authors to recreate events of history with fictional representations: “I think what fiction
allows us to do is to know the story from the inside; not the objective, observed facts but
the feelings and emotions of people who participated in it. It makes history alive”(NPR).
These authors use their fiction to reflect on how they themselves felt about the time
period and even to explore alternative perspectives to their own story; their fiction
provides a way to perpetually recognize the men and women who struggled for equal
rights during this era and gives contemporary readers a glimpse into the difficulties that
people, both black and white, faced during this time. In many ways their re-telling of
stories is much like a passing ofthe torch from one generation to the next. In her article,
“Remembering the Dream: Alice Walker, Meridian, and the Civil Rights Movement,”
Roberta M. Hendrickson comments on what she believes is Alice Walker’s inspiration
for creating a fictional novel so steeped in real-life history:
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In writing Meridian, Walker accepts her role as an artist who is not a
revolutionary but who has a place in the future, who ‘saves’ lives ‘for the future.’
She adds her voice to ‘the song of the people’ and transforms it, not only by
remembering and honoring the past, but by passing on to those who come after
her the experience of her generation in the Civil Rights Movement,inspiring them
to continue the struggle. In this way her art can bring about change.
As Hendrickson says. Walker may have wanted to provide a glimpse of“the experience
of her generation in the Civil Rights Movement,” which for the authors ofthese novels
implied both the triumph and the heartbreak that went along with the struggles
inextricably bound to this era. For most ofthese authors, the struggles of this era often
stemmed from unthinkable episodes oftragedy or simply from the difficulty in
attempting to see the world from someone else’s point of view. These four authors
incorporate into their novels these aspects gleaned from their own experiences along with
references to historic events that they either witnessed first hand or experienced in some
way. These authors may use their novels as a part ofthe healing process- -to envision
could have happened in the aftermath oftragedy, to do what they themselves may not
have been willing or able to do themselves at the time ofthese events. They explore the
connections they obviously envisioned being fornied in the wake oftragedy and imagine
relationships formed that they may have wanted to form in their own lives but did not.
Tragedy in these novels, mostly bom out of historic cases oftragedy in this era,
provide instances where black and white women can begin to see one another differently
and even cross racial lines to comfort one another. And where the re-creation oftme life
tragedy fails to unite characters across color lines, these authors often fictionalize tragic
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events in their novels in order to further provide scenarios in which the lives ofthe black
and white female characters can be woven together. Death, the most common form of
tragedy in these novels, gives the black women and the white women in these novels a
common thread of sadness. With a shared sense ofsadness stemming from a communitywide tragedy, mutual feelings of grief often emerge which eUcit a common desire to
alleviate another’s sadness, thus compelling black and white women to reach out and
comfort one another. Death—^particularly the death ofchildren and innocents—can have
a surprising amount of power in its ability to bring people together. Surprising acts of
goodwill and encouraging glimpses of hope often arise in strange juxtaposition to
seemingly barren backdrops of grief and death.
Perhaps the authors ofthese novels chose to write historical fiction in part
because they had lived through and in the Civil Rights Movements; they were simply
writing what they knew. Given the biography of many ofthese authors, it becomes
evident that even characters in these novels actually are sometimes displaced
representations of the authors themselves. Alice Walker, as Hendrickson mentions in her
article, was “involved in the Atlanta Movement, working at voter registration and
participating in marches and demonstration.” Since both Walker and fictional Meridian
Hill come south to aid in the Movement, particularly in voter registration. Meridian must
surely have inherited some of her traits from her creator. Sena Jeter Naslund is an author
who also experienced firsthand what it meant to live during the Civils Rights Era. As a
student at Birmingham Southern College in the early 1960s, Naslund “remembers
demonstrations led by Martin Luther King, Jr., organized sit-ins, overt racism and the
horrific church bombing that killed four little girls”(Edwards). This world Naslund grew
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up in molded her as a person and obviously as a writer who early “promised herselfthat
someday she’d write a novel about the civil rights movement and ‘what it felt like to be
in Birmingham in 1963, both the pain and the courage’”(Minzesheimer). Though
Naslund was 21 at the time the bombing ofthe church in Birmingham happened, Bebe
Moore Campbell drew inspiration from an event that occurred when she was only five
years old. But though she may have been too young for the actual event to impress itself
upon her life, Campbell’s work as a journalist led her back to the death ofEmmett Till
and in the direction of many other incidents relevant to the struggle for equal civil rights.
Pat Cunningham Devoto confesses plainly to her reliance on the Civil Rights Movement
as a motivator for her book: “The epic change in this country, in my lifetime, was the
civil rights movement—hence the setting. Some other writers might have chosen the
Vietnam War or the war on terror. In any event, the perfect vehicle for me was the
1960s”(416). She even outright admits that most ofthe characters in her novel are based
upon real family members. She says,“Aunt Eugenia was much like my own Berkleybased aunt, who would come south to visit in the summer...” and that Tina and Tab were
“somewhat like my sister and me in our youth”(416, 418).
Now that it is clear that these four authors used the personal glimpses ofthe

civil

rights era in their own lives to shape their novels and even placed themselves into their
texts, I think it is important to look at the characters that they place in the text. In their
retelling the events of the civil rights movement, each author includes a character with a
counter perspective or at least a character with a vantage point that is different than her
own. What this means is that the two white authors discussed in this paper, Sena Jeter
Naslund and Pat Cunningham Devoto, do not shy away from including black female
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characters and likewise, Alice Walker and Bebe Moore Campbell embrace the idea of
multiple perspectives for their novels. After all, the discussion ofthe relationships
between the black female characters and white female characters can only stem from
novels whose authors give them a chance to have a relationship in the first place.
In his book review of Naslund’s Four Spirits^ Jessie Milligan notes that,“The
high-contrast characters would be spellbinding by themselves, but placed side by side,
they offer an even deeper understanding of a racially divided community.” Though the
author usually makes it fairly obvious with which character she identifies the most, it is
still courageous that these authors provide other racial viewpoints in their novels. The
inclusion of both white and black female(and male) viewpoints elicits commentary again
from Roberta Hendrickson who says,“Taken together, their stories help to tell the whole
story, to move toward the complex truth of the Civil Rights Movement.” And just what
is that “complex truth?

It could be that the Civil Rights Movement was not solely a

movement by black people, but that this era in fact was as much about white people.
Bebe Moore Campbell proves this point with her novel Your Blues Ain‘t Like Mine and
particularly with her focus on the character of Lily Cox who is modeled after the white
woman who may have prompted the murder of Emmett Till in 1955. While the other
three authors, though inclusive of other racial viewpoints, show their primary comfort is
with the main character who usually shares their own skin color, Campbell goes out on a
limb and essentially centers her novel around this white woman who is responsible for
the death of a black child. In his doctoral dissertation, Paul Tewkesbury says Campbell’s
novel “is particularly significant because its integrated narrative gives voice not only to
the black victims of white racism, but also to the white racists themselves”(13). Though
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it is indeed arguable whether or not Lily should be pigeonholed as a racist, Tewkesbury is
correct in that Campbell takes a huge literary risk when she “evokes quite a bit of
sympathy...for Lily Cox, whose honor her husband allegedly defends when he murders
the teenaged black boy’X 13). Tewkesbury may have even been understating it to say she
evokes quite a bit of sympathy’

I would say Campbell evokes a great amount of

sympathy with Lily. Campbell portrays Lily in such a way that one cannot help but
sympathize for her to the fullest extent. Campbell seems to want to convey the point that
there are two sides to every scenario and our own particular race should be no reason why
we cannot stop to consider the situation from someone else’s point of view. Sometimes
people just need the right motivation before being able to trade places with someone or
even contemplate a view from “the other side.” Such motivation can often come from a
powerful event or unfortunate occurrence, many times taking the form ofdeath.
Death in these novels frequently provides the tragic scenario which oddly enough
usually gives way to a unifying feeling that bridges the color line. In fact, death is the
reason behind the creation of at least two ofthese novels. Sena Jeter Naslimd’s Four
Spirits and Bebe Moore Campbell’s Your Blues Ain't Like Mine were inspired by real life
tragedies. The bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church on September 15, 1963
provided the memory and the impetus for Sena Jeter Naslund to write her novel Fowr
Spirits whose title refers to the four girls who were killed that day. Naslund’s characters,
both black and white, must deal with the grief that the entire city feels in the aftermath of
this slaying of innocents. While her black characters are obviously touched firsthand,
Naslund’s white characters also struggle with the effects ofthe bomb. Even Lee Jones
condemns the bombing, and she, a white woman- -the wife of a man who may have
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assisted in the bombing—feels something for these children and their familes, despite the
fact that they are black. She thinks to herself,“They’re nothing but innocent children,
and she knew the people who wanted to blow them up were crazy; they weren’tjust bad;
they were so crazy with hate it was hard to imagine”(431). The bombing ofthe church
also provided Cat’s first small steps towards racial reconciliation; before she and Stella
volunteer to teach at Miles College they must find small gestures that symbolize their
desire for equal civil rights. Cat sees the funeral as a way to reach out across racial lines
and offer a small token of support to the black community;“It’s important for some white
faces to be seen at the funeral,” she says. Stella, though, feels connected to the families
of the victims for other reasons. She empathizes with their grief because she too has
experienced the loss of her own family to a car accident when she was young. Stella’s
thought process about the families of the girls’ killed in the bombing shows her
connection to their grief:
Stella thought of those households where parents must be dressing to attend their
daughter’s funeral. No matter what their pain, no matter how wrung with grief,
now the families must put on their socks or their hose.... They must slip their
arms through the sleeves of a shirt or dress; they must tighten a belt, glance in a
mirror. Other family members, fiiends would be there to help them,finding
things, touching their shoulders, fighting their own tears. Glasses of water would
be urged on the distraught. Sometimes lovingly, sometimes with gruffiiess to hide
inadequacy: ‘Here.’ 7Ve brought you a glass ofwater,’Aunt Krit had said to her,
when she herself-—only a child offive—had sat in thefront row at thefuneral
parlor. (165)
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Stella slips from thinking about the bomb victims’ families into remembering her own
experience; she knows the feelings of grief and helplessness because she too has
experienced them. When Cat and Stella both realize that Christine’s cousin was killed in
the bomb, they are both able to say,“I’m sorry” to Christine, and the text points out that
“Both say it. Both mean it” (294). This small expression ofsorrow for Christine’s loss
seems almost able to be overlooked but the small gestures such as when Cat “takes
Christine’s hand and presses it against her cheek,” are what we must rely on when we
have few other ways.
In much the same way that Naslund relies on the historic event that won
Birmingham the name “Bombingham,” Bebe Moore Campbell uses the murder of
Emmett Till in 1955 in Money, Mississippi as her inspiration for events of her own novel
Your Blues Ain ’t Like Mine. The death ofthe black teenager, Armstrong Todd, at the
hands of a white man, Floyd Cox, who uses the excuse of defending his wife, closely
mirror the tragic events surrounding the death of Emmett Till. Though the death of
Armstrong in the novel actually ends the relationship that Ida Long and Lily Cox used to
have at the train station, Campbell frequently shows the reader that these two women still
think about each other and miss each other’s friendship. Not only were they pretty much
the other’s only friend, but the women actually share a lot in common including the
secrets they hide, the dreams they have, and the abuse they have suffered. The most
important thing, however, that Campbell does for interracial relationships in this novel is
that she, as a black woman, boldly chooses to often narrate the story from Lily Cox’s
point of view. In this novel based on an event that brought on national scrutiny of its
occurrence and the role that the husband and wife played in Till’s demise, Campbell
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wanted to explore the side that no one truly heard—^the white woman’s. I believe this is
Campbell’s own attempt to reconcile the two families placed “against” each other in the
death of a teenage boy. For this reason I think that Campbell would herselffrown upon
the title of one of her obituaries in the paper; the title reads,“Author Showed How
Complex it was to be Black in America.

Campbell herself might say that Tim Grant

missed the point. She was trying to show how complex it is to be black or white and both
black AND white in America; her portrayal of Lily Cox proves that a black woman is
able to sympathize and defend the very person many people blamed for Armstrong’s
death. Grant’s article goes on to quote Sharon Fluke, also an author, who says about
Campbell,“She was able to show that people ofcolor lived all kinds oflives.” To this.
again I would say that Campbell’s goal, particularly with Your Blues Ain't Like Mine,
was to show that people of ALL colors lived all kinds of lives—^that women,in
particular, of all colors can still feel a connection in the face oftragedy which brings the
difference in skin color to the forefront.
While Campbell recreates a historic tragedy through her fiction, other authors rely
on their own visions of tragedy that emerge in their novels. 'In.Meridian, Alice Walker
gives the story a tragedy in the death of Lynne and Truman’s daughter, Camara. Walker
uses this tragic event to serve positively, however, when it brings Lynne and Meridian
closer to one another. Suzanne Jones points out in Race Mixing that because “Lynne and
Meridian mourn the death of Camara, whom they both loved, they begin to relate to one
another as women: both have suffered the loss of a child and the loss of Truman”(75).
Walker herself says in the text of Meridian that “the absence of the child herself was
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what had finally brought them together”(191). In the month that Meridian comes to help
Lynne and Truman, separately, through the loss oftheir daughter, she and Lynne become
comfortable with one another again. The picture Walker paints ofthe two ofthem who
talked, intimately, like sisters” is one ofcontentment with each others’ presence. The
two “sat, companionable, and still in their bathrobes,” and “Meridian would sometimes.
in the afternoons, read poems to Lynne by Margaret Walker, and Lynne, in return, would
attempt to comrow Meridian’s patchy short hair”(189). Perhaps Meridian took an
interest in Lynne and Truman once again because she had no ill feelings towards thenchild. Meridian may have empathized with Camara’s mixed racial identity and may have
been saddened herself at such a tragic loss of young life. The tragedy of Camara’s death
elicits the sympathy and help of Meridian who once(and may still) harbored feelings of
resentment towards Lynne, a white woman, who took Truman away from her. Thus,
tragedy forces Meridian to reach back across racial boundaries in order to hold Lynne and
sustain her through her grief over the loss of her child.
Sena Jeter Naslund also uses a fictional tragedy to bring white and black
characters together. Though she also uses the real inspiration ofthe Birmingham
bombing, she also uses a parallel tragedy that involves the death ofboth blacks and
whites in order to bring both communities together. The deaths of Christine, Cat,
Charles, and Areola at the end ofthe novel resonates with the true life tragedy ofthe
death of the four girls in the bombing. Naslund gives the title of her book Four Spirits
new meaning with the death ofthese four fnends at a sit-in attempting to integrate a soda
fountain. At the funeral, though there is not an over abundance of white people in
attendance, the liturgy that Mr. Parrish reads takes on an entirely different meaning
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simply because the funeral is for three black people and one white girl. Cat. Everytime
he mentions a “we,“us,” or “they,” in his eulogy, it is an integrated pronoun now.
Before, at the funerals ofthe four girls killed in the bombing,the we’s, they’s, and us’s
were primarily indicative ofthe black community and that was it. However, because of
white people like Stella, Cat, and Jonathan who were willing to make an effort and
because of steadfast black participants like Christine and Gloria who maintained their
determination in the cause, those insular terms transform by the end ofthe novel into
more encompassing words, bringing both black and white together as “us.”
Many people would certainly agree that the ability ofhumans to come together in
the face of a tragedy is one ofthe things that can lessen the sting ofthe hurt and pain.
Though it seems sad that it often takes a tragedy to open our eyes to one another, the
possibility that tragedy can compel positive reactions lessens the hurt ofthe tragedy itself.
These four authors employ the help of tragic scenarios to place their characters, black and
white, with the opportunity ofreaching out across the racial divide. Whether drawn from
real life events or the creative minds ofthe author, the tragedies in these novels give the
characters (and the readers) a chance to sympathize with someone different than us. The
way that tragedy can compel people together is reminiscent of a verse from a familiar
hymn,“Blest Be the Tie That Binds. The stanza reads:
We share each other's woes.
our mutual burdens bear;
and often for each other flows
the sympathizing tear.
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It is this “sympathizing tear” that inspired many ofthese women to create the novels they
did. Compelled by tragic events and sympathy bom out ofthat tragedy for people like
themselves and for people different from them,these four authors give us—yes,that
collective us we talked about—a picture of what it might be like to think about the world
from another perspective. They challenge us to stay committed to the efforts started by
many characters in their novels; they encourage us to chip away at the status quo that
touts racial inequality and division. Just as the characters in their novels learn that they
all experience tragedy and grief and secret stmggles, we can learn as they did that these
tragedies can be used as a motivating force for racial reconciliation and can provide the
first step towards relationship building. They are “mutual burdens” we bear, yesterday
and today, but hopefully not tomorrow.
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Conclusion
While these women do not always come together solely “in Christian love” as the
hymn suggests, other elements of“Blest Be the Tie That Binds” outline other key factors
in the relationships between black women and white women particularly during the Civil
Rights Era. I have made references to that old popular hymn several times in this paper,
so for those unfamiliar with the words, the hymn goes like this:
Blest be the tie that binds
our hearts in Christian love;
the fellowship ofkindred minds
is like to that above.

Before our Father's throne
we pour our ardent prayers;
our fears, our hopes, our aims are one.
our comforts and our cares.

We share each other's woes,
our mutual burdens bear;
and often for each other flows
the sympathizing tear.

When we asunder part,
it gives us inward pain;
but we shall still be joined in heart.
and hope to meet again.
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Sympathy, tears, burdens, obstacles, fears—^these are all ties that bind people together.
Together in grief, in empathy,in common desire, people unite even in the face of great
obstacles or tragedies. For the women ofthese novels, surprising relationships spring
from circumstances and events that seem as if they could only drive people further apart.
However, amidst the division that existed in the Civil Rights Movement,black and white
women were often quietly minimizing that division in their own ways.
Race relations in the South have not gotten any easier to talk about since the Civil
Rights Movement. Perhaps it is because race relations in the South have not gotten
simpler and, if anything, have probably gotten more complex with time. Although for
brevity’s sake, and because of where my own interests lie, I chose only to discuss one
comer of this broader discussion ofrace relations, there is value in examining this one
area of writing by these four female authors. With novels ofhistorical fiction driven by
black and white female characters, Alice Walker, Bebe Moore Campbell,Pat
Cunningham Devoto, and Sena Jeter Naslund magnify personal moments of
interconnection between these women. The women oftheir novels do not estabhsh
relationships because they are related to each other or employed by one another, rather,
they are peers who come together oftheir own volition. That fact alone makes these four
novels in particular an interesting collection. The authors ofthese novels imagine the
ways how and reasons why women of different races could have come together and
possibly did come together.
Since time has distanced these authors from the Civil Rights Movement,I feel
that their time to reflect on the events ofthat era has greatly affected the literature that
they have produced regarding this topic. I would argue that as we get further away in
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time from that era, female authors are daring to be more optimistic in their portrayals of
that time period in general; more specifically, these authors are beginning to be more
optimistic about the roles that women played as well as the relationships between women
during that time. Alice Walker’s novel Meridian was one ofthe first to begin such a
portrayal. Although the women in the story, Lynne and Meridian, do not become best
friends, they still present a realistic, yet hopeful relationship that readers and authors
afterwards could possibly model and build upon.
Alice Walker, Bebe Moore Campbell, Sena Jeter Naslund, and Pat Cunningham
Devoto all seem to have a special relationship oftheir own with the text in that they lived
through this period of time and were able to draw on personal experiences to help them
write these novels. These women chose to revisit history through fiction as a way to
rewrite differently the events ofthe Civil Rights Movement as they knew them. Maybe
creating these novels is each author’s way of atoning for actions left undone, and these
novels are attempts at reconciliation with women of a different race that she did not reach
out to as she feels she could have or should have. Therefore, it is possible that these four
authors hope that by providing a contemporary audience with portrayals of black women
and white women reaching out to one another in such a tumultuous time as the Civil
Rights Era, women today would find inspiration from these novels.
Although the Civil Rights Movement was characterized by brutality and tragedy.
these four authors magnify small pockets of positive progress against this often grim
background. Their goal, I argue, is to provide a realistic, but more optimistic portrait of
relationships during this time period. Pat Cunningham Devoto herself offers this very
reason up for her fiction:
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For me, writing is memory with hindsight - that is, events, real or
imagined, placed in the context of my accumulated experience. That's why
I love writing now that I'm older.... I hate to think what I might have
written in my youth - large amounts of gloom-and-doom drivel. I'm sure.
These days I'm not embarrassed to feel a disgusting amount of optimism.

Though these four novels really are not overwhelmed by a “disgusting amount of
optimism” as Devoto calls it, an optimistic attitude ofsome magnitude does drive these
four novels. For the novels that these authors have written prove to those in and outside
the South that there are those of us who care to imagine a world in which meaningful
relationships are forged between races. These authors inspire the idea that some people
were even making efforts towards such relationships, but their efforts were overshadowed
by a focus instead on the grief and tragedy in an era which should have been marked by
progress and reconciliation.
But no matter the authors’ intent, they bring to light cross-racial relationships
among females and help us envision the various reasons that compelled such
relationships. The women in these four novels find comfort in one another when abused.
persecuted, or consumed with fear and, in many cases, these women have the same
desires, hopes, wishes, and dreams. Whether they want simply to escape or to create a
more peaceful, harmonious world in a time of civil unrest and anger, the female
characters of these novels prove to one another that “our hopes, our aims are one.
Novelists like Walker, Campbell, Devoto, and Naslund provide us with stories in which
hope is made manifest; perhaps their personal hope is that it will become manifest in fact,
not just fiction.

53

Works Consulted
Campbell, Bebe Moore. Your Blues Ain V Like Mine, New York: Random House, 1992.
Campbell, Bebe Moore.“An Interview with Bebe Moore Campbell.” Callaloo. 12 April
1999.
Davis, Thulani. 1959. New York: Grove Press, 1992.
Devoto, Pat Cunningham. The Summer We Got Saved. New York: Warner Books,2005.
Donaldson, Susan Van De’Elden, and Anne Goodwyn Jones. Haunted Bodies: Gender
and Southern Texts. Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 1998.
Grant, Tim.“Author Showed How Complex it was to be Black in America.” 28 Nov.
2006. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. LexisNexis. 26 Feb. 2007. <http://0-web.lexisnexis.com>.
Hall-Balduf, Susan. “Troubles of Ordinary People Tell 1963’s Truth in ‘Four Spirits.’” 3
Sept. 2003. Newspaper Source. 26 Feb. 2007. <http://0-web.ebscohost.com>.
Harrison, Elizabeth Jane. Female Pastoral: Women Writers Re-Visioning the American
South. Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1991.
Hendrickson, Roberta M.“Remembering the Dream: Alice Walker, Meridian, and the
Civil Rights Movement.” 1999. Academic Search Premier. 26 Feb. 2007. <http:0web.ebscohost.com>.
Hudson, Suzanne. In the Dark ofthe Moon. San Francisco: Lawson Library, 2005.
Jones, Suzarme W.Race Mixing: Southern Fiction Since the Sixties. Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004.
Milligan, Jessie. “Age of Unrest: Characters Reveal ‘60’s Civil Rights Movement

54

Through Their Own Eyes.” 8 Oct. 2003. Newspaper Source. 26 Feb. 2007.
<http://0-web.ebscohost.com>.
Minzesheimer, Bob. “’Spirits’ Revisits Birmingham Tragedy.” 25 Sept. 2003. Academic
Search Premier. 26 Feb. 2007. <http://0-webl0.epnet.com>.
Naslund, Sena Jeter. Four Spirits. New York: HarperCollins, 2003.
Naslund, Sena Jeter. “Interview: Sena Jeter Naslund Discusses Her New Novel,‘Four
Spirits.’” Morning Edition(NPR). 7 Oct. 2003.
Roberts, Diane. The Myth ofAunt Jemima: Representations ofRace and Region. New
York: Routledge, 1994.
Tewkesbury, Paul, III. “Writing the Beloved Community: Integrated Narratives in Six
Contemporary American Novels about the Civil Rights Movement.” Diss.
Lousiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College. 2001.
Walker, Alice. Meridian. New York: Harcourt, 1976.
Warren, Nagueyalti, and Sally Wolff, eds. Southern Mothers: Fact and Fictions in
Southern Women’s Writing. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1999.
Yaeger, Patricia. Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2000.

55

